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'Moral 
Neutrality' 
censorship 
in 
Emergency Ireland 
by Donal ? Drisceoil 
Postal Censorship Office 
(As imagined by our Grangegorman Correspondent) 
The average Dubliner', accord 
ing to an anonymous letter 
writer to the Irish Times, com 
menting on the revelations about the 
Nazi Holocaust at the end of the Sec 
ond World War, 'would not be per 
suaded even though all the hosts of 
Hitler's victims were to rise from the 
dead; he would only pour himself 
another drink muttering "British Pro 
paganda"'. Such scepticism in the 
face of the emerging evidence was 
common in Ireland, and also in other 
countries which had not experienced 
the Nazis at first hand. The sense of 
incredulity was heightened by the 
poor reputation which atrocity sto 
ries had gained after the First World 
War; the horror stories about blood 
thirsty 'Huns' mutilating babies, 
using bodies to make soap, etc. 
which featured prominently in Allied 
propaganda had been exposed as 
fabrications in the interwar years. In 
Ireland the credibility gap was 
widened because of the govern 
ment's policy during the war, or the 
Emergency as it was known, of ruth 
lessly censoring all reports of cruel 
or inhuman treatment by the bel 
ligerents, and by the continuing 
insistence in many circles on viewing 
all oppression through the lens of 
the British record in Ireland. 
Neutrality 
Ireland (the twenty-six county 
state) was neutral during the Second 
World War. While this policy has 
subsequently met with much criti 
cism, at the time it was an obvious, 
pragmatic and, in terms of raison d'? 
tat, justifiable policy for a small, 
defenceless country to pursue. It 
made sense to want to avoid the hor 
rors of war, the state had no imperi 
alist interests to defend and it was 
the policy which was least divisive in 
domestic political terms; less than 
two decades had passed since the 
War of Independence against Britain 
and the Civil War. It also served an 
important symbolic function as an 
expression of the young state's sov 
ereignty and its independence of 
action, especially from Britain. This 
symbolic aspect became central and, 
though the authorities secretly co 
operated extensively with the Allies, 
on a public level Irish neutrality was 
portrayed as impeccably impartial 
right to the bitter end. This public 
picture was exemplified by de 
Dublin Opinion, October 1939. 
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Valera's visit to the German repre 
sentative in the closing days of the 
war to express his condolences on 
behalf of the Irish people on the 
death of Hitler. During the war the 
draconian political/security censor 
ship was central to this process. 
Keeping the 
temperature down 
The Emergency censorship was 
operated by civil servants under the 
Minister for the Co-ordination of 
Defensive Measures, Frank Aiken. It 
covered the press and publications 
of all kinds; film, radio and theatre; 
postal, telegraphic and telephonic 
communications. Its object, in 
Aiken's phrase, was to 'keep the tem 
perature down', both within the state 
and between Ireland and the belliger 
ents. This meant the suppression of 
news and views which, in the govern 
ment's opinion, could have threat 
ened domestic stability (political, 
social or economic), encouraged 
domestic partisans, or have given 
the belligerents any cause or excuse 
for questioning the genuineness of 
Irish neutrality or threatening its 
existence. This resulted in the severe 
curtailment of freedom of expression 
on domestic affairs (government 
policies, IRA activities, repression, 
strikes, poverty, etc.), and also on 
neutrality, the war and the issues at 
stake. Few escaped the censors' net, 
including government ministers and 
Catholic bishops. 
The Irish authorities had failed to 
develop the state's defensive capa 
bilities to a level whereby neutrality 
could be defended militarily. Aiken, 
however, defined propaganda as 
'one of the most important weapons 
of war' and its expression in a neu 
tral country, whether originating 
there or not, as effectively an act of 
war. Censorship, by extension, 
became a central measure in the 
defence of Irish neutrality. Because 
Ireland relied almost exclusively on 
Allied sources, particularly the 
British news agencies, for its news of 
the war, all war news had to be 'neu 
tralised' (its intrinsic propagandist 
content, or intent, removed). This 
was not something which other neu 
trals such as Sweden and Switzer 
land did to anything like the same 
extent. In the first place, the media in 
those countries did not have to rely 
on belligerent sources alone for their 
war coverage because, unlike Ire 
land, they had their own war corre 
spondents and news agencies which 
CRIMES OF LUBI 
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Voice Protest 
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Nine United State* 
mended the punishment of those war criminal* 
responsible for the Lublin massacres?by now, 
except in countries where news censorship 
the now 
"Our whole nation 
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of worldwide condemnation a d horror. 
The Congressmen, all of Polish extraction, are 
Dingell, Wasielewshi, Sadowski, Okonski, Honk 
iewics, Lesinsld, Mruk. Gordon and GonkL 
Their message to Poland follows :
" A few days ago Americans for the first time 
visited one of the extermination centers which 
the Nasia built in your country. They were 
experienced journalists representing the most 
reliable newspapers in the United States. They 
examined the human abattoir n Lublin. Reports 
of what they ?aw have been published by the i press, as well as in London, and by 
liberated French press. b horrified by the un is of the crimes which 
the Naais perpetrated in that camp. We Con 
gressmen of Polish ancestry are going to demand that the United States Government immediately 
make investigation of the Lublin camp and all 
other extermination centers that Hitler and his 
followers, carrying out the grim profheaiea hi 
Hitler's book. Mein Kampf, built in Poland. We are going to demand that no stone be left 
unturned in the Allied effort o obtain the name 
of every participant in those hideous crimes, that every one of them be tracked own o matter 
where they may seek a hiding place, and that they be brought to justice and made to pay with their lives for inhuman acts committed on your sou.** 
As more and more stories of unimaginable 
degradation and cruelty on the part of the Naris 
come, out of Poland, there has arrived in the 
United States a letter addressed to the President 
of Poland. It was smuggled out of a Warsaw 
prison cell and was written by a woman detained in the notorious Birkenau concentration camn. 
Her number was 793,350. Her letter said : 
T. 
Episcopal Bishop of New the perpetrators of the a 
words: 
?1 
Nazi outrage?The Sterj The sober words of ws 
firmed by a thousand grii 
for the perpetrators of t " The names of the gu 
ment will be meted out. 
" Hitler's goal is to im 
nation so completely in h thi 
and bis partners. " The German people al from such a fate. They i the insane leadership tbt the present abyss of d< ditional surrender the C 
must win their way bi 
which will mean mem 
family for themselves an 
A I 
rapidity as the Allied an from the west, south and 
that is liberated has it* o? 
From Lublin, Poland, 
cated reports of the sy for which the Germans* ci 
has become infamous t? 
the camp is free of the ei it find evidence of slangh 
blood to save the besti 
" Hunger and disease, torture and suffering, have been responsible for the death of thousands. 
But there are things even worse than this? 
the dehumanization of all. 
(Continued on page 2.) 
the Nazi bloodlust must 
aged i just i 
Thousands of ptiirx of children's, tioinen's and men's shoes teer? 
found in the Lublin murder camp after capture of the rity. The ?hoe* teere removed from victims for shipment to ?Germany. 
could provide them with indepen 
dent reports and interpretations of 
events. More generally, these states 
had taken sufficient measures for the 
military defence of their neutrality 
and did not, as the Irish did, regard 
the creation of 'a truly neutral out 
look' among their peoples, or a so 
called 'moral neutrality', as either 
necessary or desirable. 
The Irish authorities refused to 
allow the war to be placed in a moral 
framework. Neither side was any bet 
ter or worse than the other; this was 
a conflict between powers pursuing 
their own materialist interests, an 
'ungodly struggle' which traditionally 
'spiritual' Ireland would stand not 
only outside of but above. Unlike 
other neutrals, a sense of moral 
superiority became attached to the 
Irish policy and this demanded that 
)M AMERICA Vol. IL No. 48._September 22, 1944. 
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Iteming, Protestant Ralph Park?, well-known New York pre? York City, denounced correspondent, reported recently that a litt of ?mea of Lublin in these 171 Frenchmen, murdered in Lublin'a death fac 
tory by the Nazis, had been handed over to 
inion flamed with a Roger Carreau, representative of the French 
the latest, the moat Committee of National Liberation in Moscow, 
?ntrovertible atory of Parker said: 
o/ LuUm?was told. ? The li?t, copied from the regiater of exe r correspondent?, eon. ^ ?n, which ?, now m ^  Bailds 0f 8 ?Ued 
ly detalla, shattered the Polish-Soviet Commission of Inquiry, only repre 
. Convinced beyond all ,^(8 a fraction of the French murdered at Lublin. 
called for iron justice ? ft a m extract from a single document he monstrous crime. recording the names, identification numbers, and Ity are noted. Punish- the date of death of 600 persons disposed of in 
one of the many slaughter houses at Lublin 
olve the entire German daring the period of February through April, 1944. 
s crimes that they must " p?ul Masure, who is twenty-sixth on the list, t inevitably awaits him wu put to death on February 14, 1944, in the Lublin death camp. His prison identification 
one can save themselves number is 5,33S. Jacques Patis was killed ten 
oust decide to repudiate days before. His identification number is 5,396. it has brought them to Ren? Bnissou was put to death fifteen days later. 
gradation. By uneon- Identification number, 11,778. Paul Viviet was 
erman people can and asphyxiated on April Fifth, identification num. ick to spiritual health ber 5,175. 
Mrahip in the human " The list could be continued for ISO names ! generations to come.'* The Germans keep lists of people they murder, 
litorial wrote : with the greatest accuracy." 
multiplying with great Ed. Wilcox, Warwetk correspondent, wroU ies close in on Germany this comment : 
east. Almost every area '* During "World War I several stories were 
n catalogue of atrocities. widely circulated, informing the world of the 
come now well authen* bestiality of the German army. One was of 
rtematic mass murders Belgian babies with hands cut off by brutal 
imp at nearby Maidanek German soldiers. The story was a fake, 
e world over, now that ** The Nazis in World War II require no fancy 
emy. Reporters visiting J>ress agent's job to shock the world. Their 
*r on a scale that leaves entire effort * to divide and conquer ' is based 
on a theory of ruthless extermination f* inferior 
shed their last drop of races' which includes the rest of the world. 1 perpetrators of these " The Goebbels radio in Berlin was quick to From the retribution that acknowledge the mass murder of the town of 
who have not shared Oradour-sur-Glane, i  France, which the Bishop 
we that the war is being of Limoges denounced. But the Nazis expressed ffort to save the guilty regret that they had ' made a mistake 
* and 
There can be no other chosen the wrong village. They had intended to 
nnan resistance. The ravage Oradour*sur-Vayres, some 15 miles away. 
2.) (Continued on page 2.) 
This i? one of many cremation ovens at Lublin, Poland, in tvhich the Germans burned hodiem of thoumandm upon thousand* 
of men, women and children from ail parte of Europe. 
both sides be morally equated, that 
information revealing one side to be 
more cruel, inhuman, etc. than the 
other be kept from the Irish public's 
view. Besides, how could anyone, 
even the Nazis or the Japanese, 
behave more immorally than perfidi 
ous Albion or Godless Russia? (Even 
the term 'Nazi' itself was banned, as 
the official position of the German 
legation was that its use outside Ger 
many had an adverse connotation!). 
Atrocity stories 
'While none are more easily 
shocked at human suffering as the 
Irish', wrote an Irish journalist in a 
dispatch abroad heavily influenced 
by the censors, 'they do not want to 
have their own experiences recalled 
and are determined to adhere to 
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(Above) Frank Aiken, Minister for the 
Co-ordination of Defensive Measures, 
1939-45. (Irish Times) 
(Below) Thomas J. Coyne, Assistant 
Controller (1939-41) and Controller of 
Censorship 1941-45). 
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their policy of no publication of 
details of horror stories until the end 
of hostilities.' Thomas J. Coyne, the 
Controller of Censorship, declared 
that 'the publication of atrocity sto 
ries, whether true or false, can do 
this country no good and may do it 
much harm'. They would have given 
rise to 
'sharp controversy' and, 
according to the editor of the Irish 
Press, had 'no other value than to 
inflame passions'. While the business 
of 
'atrocity mongering' was notori 
ously corrupt, the levels of systemat 
ic slaughter revealed in the closing 
stages of the war in Europe, and veri 
fied by independent sources, made 
the censorship policy of unbending 
impartiality difficult to justify, except 
within the narrow confines of the 
system's own internal logic. 
Reports of persecution and cruel 
ty from across German-occupied 
Europe provided much work for the 
censors from the first stories of 
Gestapo executions of 'mental defec 
tives' and mass executions of Polish 
Jews which were censored from 
early 1941 onwards. By the autumn 
of that year there were daily reports 
of German atrocities, perpetrated 
across the continent. In general, it 
was policy to remove all details of 
specific atrocities and to consider 
only general allegations contained in 
official statements or communiqu?s 
for publication. 
'...but the Russians 
were as bad' 
Atrocity stories began to arrive on 
the wires and into the censors in 
even larger numbers from early 1943. 
The majority of these reports con 
cerned Nazi outrages in Eastern 
Europe where the 'final solution' was 
well under way. This continued to be 
the case but, ironically, it was an 
atrocity story from a German source 
which provided the censors with one 
of their largest single workloads in 
this area. In April 1943 the Germans 
found mass graves containing the 
bodies of an estimated twelve thou 
sand Polish officers in Katyn Forest 
near the Soviet city of Smolensk. 
They had evidently been murdered 
by the Soviets, and the Germans, 
recognising its propaganda value, 
immediately announced their discov 
ery to the world. All details were pro 
hibited from publication in Ireland; 
the most that was allowed was refer 
ence to a German broadcast which 
alleged the discovery of the bodies 
of an unspecified number of Polish 
officers, said to have been murdered. 
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Suppressed items included an 
announcement of a requiem mass 
being offered for the dead soldiers. 
In an interview in 1979 Aiken cited 
the Katyn atrocity in an implicit ret 
rospective justification for his 
wartime policy: 'What was going on 
in the camps was pretty well known 
to us early on, but the Russians were 
as bad?you only have to look at 
what happened in Katyn forest. 
There are photographs to 
prove that.' Gerald Boland, the 
wartime Minister for Justice, 4 
made a similar point, referring 
^ 
to those responsible for Katyn Jy 
(and other Allied atrocities >J 
such as Dresden, Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki) 'having the 
cheek to try anyone for war irn 
crimes'. The point is valid, but ?? 
revealed a continuing refusal to 
^ 
acknowledge the systematic 
genocidal nature of the Nazi *" 
project or the possibility that 
there was a qualitative differ 
ence in the overall behaviour of 
both sides. ? 
Aiken did indeed know what ?c 
was happening in the camps, as 
he said, and outside, as details 
passed through his organisa- pi 
tion in increasing volume but 
were kept from the pages of the ff 
Irish press. Censorship policy 
remained rigid as the numbers 
of reported dead rose from 
hundreds to thousands to mil 
lions. Even official commu 
niqu?s and statements from the 
likes of Roosevelt and Eden 
were shorn of all relevant detail 
and left as general condemna 
tions of unspecified brutalities. 
Buchenwald, Belsen, Lublin, 
Dachau, Auschwitz-Birkenau? 
none could be allowed disturb SrH 
the equanimity of the neutral 
Irish mind. 
The Far East 
Atrocity stories did not, of 
course, emanate only from 
Europe. The war in the Pacific I 
generated a whole spate of ?t 
such stories, as both the Jap- m 
anese and the Americans and 
Australians, hyped up by racist 
propaganda which dehumanised 
their respective enemies, perpetrat 
ed appalling crimes. Both sides 
reported only the atrocities commit 
ted by their opponents, and the 
Allied media domination of Ireland 
meant that the vast majority of cen 
sored stories related to Japanese 
atrocities. An added dimension of 
this war from an Irish perspective 
was its impact on a large number of 
non-combatant Irish nationals, in the 
form of the many Catholic missionar 
ies active in the area. Missionary 
magazines became a target of the 
censors; the editor of Ricci Mission 
News, for example, was told that 'the 
censorship does not allow hospitals, 
still less children's hospitals, to be 
ntrnt*/ t? tirmt iMfci? *v f./'.v LU 
r advertising leaflet seized by the Gardai in 
ly 1941 on the instructions of the censor. 
shelled or bombed in our press by 
either side whatever the facts may 
be'. Irish Jesuit Publications were 
informed of the desire to 'prevent 
the publication of matter which 
might make it more difficult to 
secure favourable or even fair treat 
ment of our nationals...' 
In the early months of 1945 the 
treatment of Irish nationals by the 
Japanese was a regular feature in 
reports from this theatre of the war. 
However, the fact that the victims of 
atrocities were Irish, and religious 
Irish at that, did not in any way alter 
the strict application of censorship 
policy. In February and March 1945, 
for example, the censors suppressed 
stories submitted by the Cork Exam 
iner and the Free Press, Wexford 
j] dealing with the slaughter by the 
ij j Japanese of over sixty people, I including students, refugees, 
priests and brothers (a number 
of whom were Irish) in the De la 
Salle College in Manila. The 
stopped Examiner story related 
the experiences of Revd. Francis 
Cosgrove, one of the eight sur 
vivors, who had lived hidden 
beneath an altar for a week, 
existing on the water from 
flower vases and Holy Commu 
nion wafers. An Irish Press story 
was treated thus (words deleted 
by the censor underlined): 
Priests and Nuns at Mandalay 
Rescued?Priests, nuns and 
orphan children housed in a 
leper colony in Mandalay were 
safely evacuated after Japanese 
shellfire had killed one priest and 
injured four others...They had 
been congregated in Mandalay bv 
onfer Qf the Japanese, 
On 30 March 1945 the treat 
ment of a report on the killing of 
four Irish priests in Manila pro 
voked a strong protest from the 
American representative David 
Gray and created some contro 
versy about Irish policy towards 
atrocity stories. The priests, 
from the Maynooth Mission to 
China, had, according to a US 
Office of War Information (OWI> 
m* inspired report, been put inside 
"I a house and deliberately burnt 
to death by the Japanese. The 
$ report in the Irish papers merely 
announced the deaths 'during 
?I recent fighting in Manila', giving 
the impression that the deaths 
could equally have resulted from 
Japanese or US action or indif 
ference to the safety of non-com 
batants. Gray wrote to the Irish Press 
and Irish Independent, quoting the 
OWI telegram giving details of the 
atrocity. This section of the letter 
was deleted before publication. This 
double censorship provoked an 
amount of publicity. Associated 
Press carried the story on their wires 
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German concentration camp, 1940. 
and both the New York Times and 
the New York Herald Tribune gave 
prominence to it; the latter used it to 
imply that Irish neutrality was biased 
towards the Axis powers. 
'Neutral at the pictures' 
Radio ?ireann, the Irish broadcast 
ing station, was state-run and so was 
kept strictly within the confines 
defined for the press. Film censor 
ship was even stricter than that of 
the press; virtually no reference to 
the war was allowed and special 
newsreels, with no war news, had to 
be made for the Irish market. ('Mr. 
de Valera', according to the Daily 
Mail in 1942, 'insists that Irishmen 
shall be neutral in thought, word and 
deed?and also neutral at the pic 
tures.') Theatre did not legally come 
within the remit of the Emergency 
censors, yet they still controlled pro 
ductions through various indirect 
methods. In 1943 the German repre 
sentative Eduard Hempel com 
plained to the government about an 
upcoming production in Dublin's 
Peacock Theatre called The Refugee. 
The play featured a Jewish refugee 
from German persecution in Austria 
and contained several references to 
concentration camps. The Controller 
of Censorship suggested a number of 
amendments to the author which 
would render the play unobjection 
^^^^^^^^HH^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^H|^^^^^H^r,.^>yg^| 
able. In the eventual production the 
hero had become simply a refugee 
from Hungary while references to the 
camps were left out completely. Spe 
cial Branch detectives attended the 
opening night in April 1943 to ensure 
that the play had been suitably neu 
tralised. 
Reactions 
Exactly two years later the awful 
truth of those camps was being 
uncovered and revealed. An Irish 
journalist, in a piece for one of the 
news agencies about the first reports 
from Buchenwald in April 1945, 
wrote that '...the people here find it 
difficult to believe that atrocities 
such as those alleged in radio broad 
casts could possibly have happened'. 
The Irish were not alone in this reac 
tion. People everywhere who had not 
directly experienced the Nazis found 
it hard to comprehend the scale of 
the horror and the fact that it was 
the result of a deliberate and system 
atic policy. There was widespread 
disbelief in Britain and America at 
the reports from the first camps to 
be liberated (by the Red Army); eye 
witness reports and photographs 
were dismissed as Russian propagan 
da. In Ireland the villain of the piece 
was always more likely to be British. 
Correspondence in Irish newspapers 
in the weeks following the lifting of 
the censorship on 11 May gives a 
flavour of the disbelief felt about the 
pictures and reports of Nazi atroci 
ties. Some correspondents articulat 
ed the common view that such 
reports were the inventions of 
British propagandists. Such attitudes 
were not (in most cases) the product 
of pro-Nazi sympathy, but of the nar 
row mind-set which clung to the 
myth that British inequity and Irish 
suffering were somehow unique. The 
censorship contributed to, and also, 
in its policies, partly reflected this 
view. 
One writer to a Kilkenny paper 
described the newsreel footage from 
Belsen as 'all propaganda' and 
alleged that the British had used 
starving Indians to impersonate the 
inmates. A Dublin doctor assured 
Brian Inglis of the Irish Times that all 
the evidence, descriptions and pic 
tures from Belsen could quite simply 
be accounted for by a typhoid epi 
demic. Another correspondent, un 
willing to face up to the uncensored 
reality, asked 'Why drag up all these 
unpleasant things? It's so bad for the 
children, life is sad enough without 
this beastliness'. Many Irish people 
did avert their gaze, for many differ 
ent reasons, but so too, in the pre 
ceding years, did many across 
Europe who were far closer to the 
reality, and with far more serious 
consequences. 
The censors claimed that the Irish 
people had been kept 'fully informed' 
of atrocities by means of belligerent 
broadcasts, the English press and 
the Letter from America, the bulletin 
distributed by the US legation in 
Dublin. These media, however, 
reached a limited audience, 
preached largely to the converted 
and carried the stamp of 'propagan 
da'. For the majority such stories 
would have lacked credibility until 
carried in the neutral press or on 
neutral radio. Frank Aiken and his 
censors ensured that this did not 
happen in the dubious belief that 
ignorance was the best policy when 
it came to maintaining a neutral 
world-view, if such a thing can be 
said to exist. 
Donal ? Drisceoil lectures in history at 
University College Cork. 
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